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Abstract 
Foodservice, its organisation and management is one of three essential components of 
professional practice within dietetics. National minimum standards for competence in 
foodservice requires practical experience in the workforce which can lead to saturation of 
professional practice sites. Innovative approaches to fulfil requirements are necessary if 
competence based learning is to be sustained. A seven day camp for 2200 people was used as 
a site for students to attain competence in foodservice management. Students completed the 
three phase planning, implementation and evaluation of the centrally catered foodservice for 
the residential camp. Phase 1 was the theoretical planning and development of recipes and 
menus. Recipes were selected to meet the nutritional needs of the camp participants. Phase 2 
was the practical application and management of the foodservice system during the camp. 
Students were divided into semi-autonomous work groups and managed the preparation, 
distribution and collection of all meals and snacks.  Phase 3 was the evaluation of the project 
in terms of learning and assessment of competencies. The innovative elements of this teaching 
were the residential approach, the semi-autonomous work teams, the “inability to avoid” and 
the ability of students to receive immediate feedback on their decisions. This style of teaching 
promoted leadership skills, initiative and flexibility in those that participated as well as 
reducing the burden of student placements at traditional sites. This opportunity allowed 
dietetic students to demonstrate competence in foodservice management in an innovative 
manner while gaining other less tangible skills that  can greatly enhance professional practice.  
 




Foodservice, its organisation and management is one of the three essential components of 
professional practice within dietetics (Dietitians Association of Australia, 1994). An 
understanding of this field is essential for all practitioners. The profession has therefore 
developed a minimum set of competencies in both theory and practice that must be achieved 
to gain recognition as a dietitian in Australia (Dietitians Association of Australia, 1994).  
 
The competence model of practice and assessment gained popularity in the early 1970’s when 
it was claimed that traditional didactic education programs with examinations did not predict 
job performance or success in life and were often biased against minority groups (Adams, 
1996). The concept of developing a set of core minimum competencies was identified from 
researching other avenues that might be predictive for success, such as clinical examinations 
and vivas (Ash and Phillips, 2000).  
 
National minimum standards of competence for dietetics were initially developed by a 
taskforce identified from professional experts and representatives of educational institutions, 
facilitated by national experts in adult education and competence development (Gonczi et al 
1990).  The development process took several years and was funded under a National Office 
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of Overseas Skills Recognition (NOOSR) grant (Gonczi et al 1993) which included a 
validation process.  They were subsequently adopted as the national standard (Dietitians 
Association of Australia, 1994) and then revalidated more recently in 1999  (Phillips et al 
2000). Since then, the profession in Australia has tended to rely more on competence learning 
and assessment combining practical experience with conceptual writing, reflective practice 
and practice based examinations. 
 
The Queensland University of Technology (QUT) offers a four year undergraduate degree in 
Health Science (Nutrition and Dietetics) which has been accredited by the Dietitians 
Association of Australia as meeting the minimum entry competencies in all aspects of 
dietetics. Theory in foodservice management is offered as a third year unit of study and 
practise in foodservice management is a requirement of the fourth or final year program. 
There is a case based practice examination at the completion of the entire program of study, 
which tests students’ abilities to problem solve and demonstrate the application of the theory 
and experience gained during their course of study. 
 
In the third year theory unit, students are required to demonstrate skills in group theory, 
leadership, organising and planning foodservice functions and menu planning. This has 
previously been achieved by individual and group assignment work, written examinations and 
case presentations. Competencies to be met by fourth year students incorporate a higher level 
of conceptual understanding and professional interaction (Capra, 2000). There is a stronger 
emphasis on skill attainment and demonstration of competence both in knowledge and 
professionalism which requires experience in the workplace. Some examples are provided in 
Table 1.  
 
This strong reliance on student placement in the workplace to meet entry level competence 
requires the continued support from hospitals, nursing homes, correctional centres and local 
businesses. There has been a 900% increase to enrolment in nutrition and dietetics at QUT 
since its inception in 1974 and 300% between 1991 and 2001. Although encouraging in terms 
of the growing interest in nutrition, this increase results in saturation of professional practice 
sites available for students. Innovative approaches to fulfilling requirements are necessary if 
competence based teaching and learning is to be sustained. 
 
Background 
Guides Australia is part of an international organisation designed to facilitate the growth and 
development of females aged between 9-15 years of age. The mission of Guides Australia is 
“Helping girls and young women grow into confident, self-respecting, responsible community 
members” (Guides Australia, 1997). A seven day camp was held for 1600 guide members and 
600 staff who were divided into individual groups of approximately 30 people. Camps are 
held approximately every three years and this was the first attempt to centrally cater and 
provide three meals per day plus snacks in a variety of formats and settings. Involving the 
students in the management of this large scale catering service provided an innovative means 
for meeting the required hours of practical experience and demonstrating foodservice 
management competence without demand on the public hospital system.  
 
Methods and Implementation 
Using the camp as an innovative approach to develop and assess the competence of students 
in food service management, involved three phases. The first phase was the theoretical 
planning and development undertaken by students in the third year theory unit of foodservice 
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management, followed by a revision, detailed recipe development and the construction of 
orders, work schedules and other supports in the first professional practice unit. The second 
phase was the practical application of the project and management of the foodservice system 
for students continuing into their final year of the undergraduate degree. The third phase was 
the evaluation of the project in terms of the learning and assessment of competencies for the 
fourth year students (Table 2). 
 
 
Phase 1: Planning and Development 
As part of the foodservice management theory subject, student groups offered various designs 
for menus and student work plans for servicing the preparation and distribution of meals. 
Menus were designed to meet the nutritional needs of girls aged 9-15 years in terms of 
nutrients and food groups and to be in line with the Australian Dietary Guidelines for 
Adolescents and Children (NHMRC, 1995). Recipes were selected or designed by the 
students and refined for large production with assistance from staff. Special diets such as 
vegetarian, gluten free and lactose free were also catered for with at least one choice for each 
diet available at each meal.  
 
A number of constraints also had to be taken into consideration. These included: limited 
facilities and space on site, a budget to include food, consumables and some equipment hire 
needs and the timing of the camp being held over the new year public holiday period. The 
height of Queensland summer has temperatures reaching over 40 degrees Celsius which 
restricted menu options. The entire kitchen staff was made up of twenty -six volunteers with 
twenty of them being the nutrition students.  
 
As all meals were to be prepared centrally, it was decided that breakfast packs would be 
collected by group leaders and eaten at the campsites, lunch was to be provided centrally via 
cafeteria servery bays or packed for early morning collection by groups going on excursions. 
Evening meals were to be distributed from five different locations or “restaurants” identified 
by a specific ethnic cuisine - Italian, Mexican, Greek, Australian and Asian. All menus 
included choice (see Figure 1). 
 
Evaluation was planned with the development of a questionnaire for feedback on the taste, 
presentation and availability of the food as well as the impact of a health promotion program 
implemented during the week. The surveys were distributed to a sample of participants at one 
sitting of the evening meal. Field notes from informal focus groups added to the evaluation 
data. Results of these evaluations will be reported elsewhere. 
 
Phase 2: Practical implementation and management of the foodservice 
Students were organised into six semi-autonomous work teams of three to seven members 
with each team being responsible for a particular group of tasks such as managing the evening 
restaurant or provision of breakfast and lunch. Each team leader was provided with a folder 
outlining duties, requirements and recipe time lines (Figure 2). Students resided at the camp 
for the seven day period and worked under the overall direction of university staff with the 
assistance of a volunteer professional chef. All food preparation and delivery was completed 
by the students, chef and five university staff (Figure 3).  Warewashing of kitchen utensils 
was primarily completed by hand as only one small dishwashing machine was available and 
meals were served by volunteer youth leaders.  
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Students were directed to take a health promoting approach with respect to management and 
promotion of the foodservice as well as keeping a strong focus on food safety. Healthy eating 
was promoted by the menu options available and by using marketing techniques such as table 
talkers, place mats and stamp collecting incentives to encourage campers to increase their 




Phase 3: Evaluation of student competence 
Formal assessment was based on meeting specified competencies as well as informal 
feedback from supervisors. Students were required to describe and provide examples as to 
how they met the competencies, with this being assessed by university staff. Table 1 shows 
examples of how students described the demonstration of competencies. 
 
Reflective practice formed an important part of the formative assessment for the students. 
This was shown by the completion of the competency sheets and reflection on the 
development of skills for the future. Students were supervised during the camp by university 
staff who were available for support when needed. De-briefing sessions were used to help 
relieve stress and reflect on decisions regarding the management of the foodservice. 
 
All students who participated in this practice met minimum competence levels for foodservice 
management. Comparison of final examination results between those that attended the camp 
as a placement and those students who did not, showed no overall difference in grades, 
however, unsolicited informal feedback from independent practice supervisors identified 
these students as being more confident and better in team situations. Their leadership skills, 
initiative and flexibility were also reported to be better than students who did not participate. 
Students were thought to have a greater ability to think systematically and realistically when 
challenged with a managerial problem. Staff felt students held a greater appreciation for the 
difficulties faced by foodservice staff and that their tolerance of others improved. While these 




The style of teaching was innovative in a number of aspects:- the residential approach, the 
semi-autonomous work teams, the ability to receive immediate feedback on decisions and the 
“inability to avoid” decision making in a managerial role. While elements of these have been 
undertaken previously, the university had not attempted a project of this magnitude prior to 
this. 
 
Residential approaches have been used extensively in the United States primarily with 
children and adolescents (Martell, 1999; Alaniz and Nordstrand, 1999) as an environment to 
encourage self development and growth as well as an educational forum. This ultimately was 
the aim of the camp for the participants however, the use of this environment to cater for the 
needs of the nutrition students was novel.  
 
The use of semi-autonomous work teams throughout the final implementation phase was also 
innovative in this area of practice. The need to work together to meet time lines of production 
and delivery encouraged the development of prioritising skills, innovation, flexibility and 
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conflict management by the students. Patience, tolerance and appreciation of other team 
members were necessary to function effectively.  
 
Students were able to receive immediate feedback on their decisions in a variety of ways such 
as, directly from the customer as they were preparing and serving meals, formally via 
questionnaires and informally via staff debriefing and feedback. This feedback allowed the 
student to be acutely aware of the consequences of decisions made as well as reflecting on the 
responses from the attendees.  
 
The “inability to avoid” situations which required decision making and confrontation are a 
novel aspect of this style of teaching. Large scale foodservice systems are renowned for high 
levels of stress and pressure with difficult deadlines to meet. Traditional methods of 
assessment allow the student time to prepare responses and avoid confronting issues until 
absolutely necessary. This innovative style forced students to focus on the task at hand and 
make decisions often under difficult circumstances. 
 
Benefits 
Students rapidly acquired skills in the areas of food preparation and delivery and assertiveness 
to cope with the demand of the 2200 attendees at the camp. The team building aspect of the 
residential approach and semi autonomous teams was also a primary benefit of this style of 
teaching. Students were able to work together to meet the competencies required while 
developing other managerial skills that are essential in an effectively operating foodservice 
system. This style of teaching also facilitated students’  following through with tasks from 
beginning to end. They were able to experience the reality of their menu planning when 
managing the food preparation and distribution, and evaluate the satisfaction of the 
participants. Although stressful, students reported the experience as very positive as they 
enjoyed the team spirit and gained insight into their own and their fellows’ personal strengths.  
 
Conclusion 
The pressure to find professional practice sites will continue with increasing student numbers 
enrolling annually. Providing the foodservice for a residential camp of 2200 was a highly 
valuable learning experience for tertiary students despite being a considerable undertaking 
which required many hours of planning and voluntary work. The opportunity allowed dietetic 
students to demonstrate competence in foodservice management in an innovative manner 
while gaining other less tangible skills that can greatly enhance professional practice. Smaller 
scale variants of this style, are recommended as valuable adjuncts to traditional placement.
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Interprets and translates scientific knowledge and principles related to 
nutrition into practical information 
Translated recommended dietary intakes and core food groups into a menu with 
variety and tasty foods. 
Integrated the needs of vegetarian, gluten and lactose free 
Used food safety knowledge in storage and meal production 
Considered nutrient retention in design of cooking methods 
Collects, organises and assesses data relating to the health and 
nutritional status of individuals and groups 
Qualitative observation of popular foods and wastage 
Prioritised requests for special diets eg medical reasons only 
Developed time management skills in delivery of meals 
Developed an understanding of people’s emotional attachment to food including 
ownership and attitude 
Collected food intake data via questionnaires 
Influences and contributes to activities promoting a safe and nutritious 
food supply 
Implemented HACCP food safety procedures while recognising limited facilities 
and storage space 
Menu designed to meet the nutritional requirements of the age group 
Developed marketing techniques to promote healthy eating 
Advised leaders on appropriate serve sizes 
Demonstrates basic skills in research and evaluation Used feedback sessions with staff to improve services 
Daily review and critical evaluation to increase efficiency and time management 
in preparation and delivery of meals 
Focus groups and debriefing with a questioning approach to improve flexibility 
and attainment of goals 
Demonstrates an organised, professional, and ethical approach to work Maintained staff morale 
Personal opinions were dealt with in a professional manner 
Jobs were delegated when necessary by group leaders 
Consideration of individual work capacity, need for breaks and other personal 
commitments 
Table 1: Minimum entry level competencies (Capra, 2000) and examples of the skills developed to demonstrate these (quoted directly from 
students reflective practice reports) 
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Time period Tasks 
year prior agreement and commitment to undertake the project 
semester 1 initial site visit, initial meetings with camp staff, initial data gathering (staff member),  
group assignment on menu planning, recipe development and work plans 
assignment assessment and selection of best menu options 
semester 2 refinement of recipes, development of special diet menus and recipes, development of supply lists, completion of 
work schedules, identification of student volunteers, student team leaders 
negotiation of suppliers and orders, budgeting (completed by staff member)  
visit to site with chef, visit with student leaders 
Summer finalising all details, unloading materials and storing, completion of food preparation at camp, evaluation of service, 
identification of competence, debriefing 
Table 2:  Tasks undertaken by undergraduate nutrition and dietetics students to develop competence in foodservice management
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Figure 1 Examples of the menu served each evening at two of the five restaurants 
 
Wattle On Inn (Australian) 
 
Damper 
Roast Pork  
or  Meat Pie 
or  Lentil Pattie 
and Roast Vegetables 
and Lamington 
and Ice Cream 
 
 
El Pueblo (Mexican) 
 
Mexican Corn Salsa 
Chilli con carne 
or Apricot Chicken 
or Mixed Bean Burritos 
and Marinated Vegetables 
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Figure 2 Examples from student information folders 
Duties of Team Leaders 
 
1. Make sure your team knows what time to start  
2. Make sure you know what the team has to get done and by when 
3. Check the numbers for the day 
4. Sort out group to gather ingredients 
5. Make sure that the time lines are adhered to as best as you can 
6. Call for help when you need it 
7. Make sure everyone gets some breaks and snacks/meals 
8. Leave the work area clean and tidy for next day 
 
Breakfast Boxes 
1. Pack one box for each camp for the numbers on the tickets 
2. Pack the morning tea snacks into a separate bag and put into boxes 
3. Check the diet list and send soy/skim milk to those camps where it is indicated 
4. Send sundew margarine to the camp as indicated 
5. Pack afternoon snacks into a separate bag – check if they are to go in boxes or collected 
later in day. 
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Figure 3 Semi-autonomous work teams, each responsible for a particular group of tasks. 
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